




Institutional Repositories, Open Access, and Research Evaluation






Institutional Repositories​[1]​ and Open Access​[2]​ publishing are in themselves beneficial for access to knowledge and the development of science; they can, and should, also lead towards a more open and balanced system of research evaluation, an important factor in scientific knowledge exchange and development.  

As a starting-point, there are two important statements to make, which are essential to the line of thinking set out below:

1.	Quality control (as in peer review) should not be a ‘mechanism to exclude’, to protect an elitist system – as Jean-Claude Guédon says; quality control is about not doing things by yourself. You let others look with you at your work. Reputation, impact, are the outcome of a process of human interaction​[3]​.

2.	“Open offers options” – a statement made by Mark Leggott (Un. Of Winnipeg) in the context of open source software, but equally applicable in the context of open access and open peer review. Realizing the potential of this statement requires an open mind.


Evolution of the scholarly communication system
Before expanding on the above-mentioned statements, let’s first retrace in a few big steps how we got to the stage that it is possible or necessary to make such statements.

With the rise of the World Wide Web and Open Access, we are making the next leap in the development of scholarly communication, in the increase of speed of distribution and of access to scholarly literature. 
The first step was the printing press, at first mainly for books – so well-known there’s no need to go into that further.
The second step was the emergence of the postal system, and more or less simultaneously the explosive growth of science in the 17th century. These developments triggered a shift from letter writing to journal publishing as a means of communicating science.​[4]​ This meant that distribution shifted from the ‘one to one’ type represented by letter writing, to ‘one to many more’ as facilitated by journal publishing.
Now that the www, e-mail and Open Access have appeared on the scene, we see again a significant increase in scope and speed of access to scholarly literature; it increases distribution to the level of ‘one to many, instantaneously’.

The first two stages of the development described above can be characterized by ‘reduction and delay’. It was difficult for scholars to get into the communication/publishing system at all. Collection and selection of scholarly literature took place both at the provision and the access points in the process: the printer of books, later the publisher of journals made selections in what was offered to him for publication; the libraries again selected what they would buy from the publishers to add to their library collection. The entire publication, distribution and buying process also took up a lot of time, partly because of decision processes involved, partly because of the physical nature of production and distribution.

The latest stage in the development, however, can be characterized by ‘abundance and immediacy’: the ease to disseminate and access. Everything is available in the virtual domain, can be put there by the author as soon as (s)he feels it is ready for it, and Google brings it all to your desk. Publishing can be self-publishing; peer review is still desirable but no longer a necessary first step to get your research results ‘out there’, it can also be done afterwards – and some even say that would be an improvement. This development does necessitate making sure, as an author, that you are found, and that you are found quickly.







Disruption and new ways
Such shifts change things fundamentally. In fact, the World Wide Web is so-called disruptive technology: it does not just shift the boundaries of the playing-field, it alters it completely; it does not just change the rules of the game, it totally redefines it. On the whole, such disruptive technology cannot be adopted in all its consequences straightaway, it has its impact in two phases. Phase one is that it enables and makes people do the traditional job better with the new technology (e.g. bring the paper journal online). Phase two is that people start realizing that the results of phase one are not that special but that they indicate new possibilities and opportunities that wouldn’t have become visible or imaginable without phase one (some examples will follow below). We are in the process of moving from phase one to phase two.

An important ‘tool’ in this new open access communication system is the Institutional Repository. In fact, it can form the basis for that new system, a way to make sure that you are found quickly by search engines like Google (Scholar), Yahoo, Scirus, and by harvesters like OAIster​[6]​. Open Access Journals can be organized ‘on top of’  Institutional Repositories. Depositing in an institutional repository is the first step in a new, open and transparent publishing system, in which the quality control (peer review) process is carried out in a sequence of steps and in which all steps and versions can remain visible – including the comments by the readers and reviewers and the author responses. 

The ideas, the technology and the first experiments to deal with this in a new way are already there (they belong to the above-mentioned phase two developments):
- Google Scholar will track all versions of articles available on the web, group them together as ‘the work’ (rather than just ‘the published article’ in the traditional sense) and group the citations to all versions, thus computing the impact of ‘the work’ in all its manifestations (paper, conference presentation, preprint, postprint). So all manifestations of the work are important and should be available for impact assessment!
- Systems for rating, comments and open editing are already around: see e.g. Merlot​[7]​  for different types of rating/quality assessment, see Wikipedia​[8]​ and other Wiki’s as examples of open writing and editing. 
- LANL​[9]​ are working on a project for peer review without editorial board/publishers.
- In open-source reviewing “the journal posts a submitted paper online and allows not just assigned reviewers but anyone to critique it. After a few weeks, the author revises, the editors accept or reject and the journal posts all, including the editors' rationale. ……[The journal] Atmospheric Chemistry and Physics … [uses] an open-source model in which any scientist who registers at the Web site can critique the submitted paper. The papers' review-and-response sections make fascinating reading -
science being made - and the papers more informative.”​[10]​

Institutional repositories and Open Access journals can thus also contribute to a more balanced approach to research assessment than the present system, which leans too heavily on ISI’s Science Citation Index and Journal Impact Factor. IR’s en OA Journals enable a wider, more varied and therefore less biased range of impact measures for evaluation purposes. Think e.g. of OA citation indexes (like the Citebase Search​[11]​ and LANL​[12]​ experiments), ratings & comments (like the systems used by Merlot and Amazon), tracking systems for re-use (such as used by ccMixter​[13]​). Availability of a range of measures reduces the bias caused by dependence on a single metric, and allows for taking into account different types of publication, disciplines, languages etc. It also allows more easily for local, regional and global ranking and evaluation. 

Why it is important to develop new ways
As more and more people acknowledge these days, it is important to shift to a more open, more varied, and more user-driven system of quality assessment and impact measurement. Some reasons for that:

1.	The present system of peer review and peer reviewed journals is overloaded as it is, it is not permanently scalable. This is partly what causes the publication delays.
2.	The present system is closed, in two ways: a) it consists of self-selecting groups of people; b) these limited groups of people make the selection of work to be assessed, thus further limiting the system. The barrier of entry is high, both for people to become reviewer and for work to be reviewed. This is defended as necessary quality control, but basically what constitutes quality is beyond control, because the selection processes are not transparent.
3.	So, the present system is more about exclusion than about access to knowledge, and it forms a de facto obstacle to everyone who is outside mainstraim research, including and most notably the developing and transition countries. 
To become part of the global academic scene one needs the modern system of scholarly communication, which is about access for all, and favours leaving assessment to the user. The modern system will give relative advantage to everyone who uses it. Even the ‘traditional’ system is now moving into that arena as well: Public Library of Science, Oxford University Press Open Access/hybrid journals, Springer’s Open Choice model. They show that it is not going to go away again.
4.	If research assessment sticks to the traditional Journal Impact Factor as the only quality indicator, considers only as good everything that goes in there, it automatically, as a self-fulfilling prophesy, disqualifies everything outside it as ‘not good enough’. Whereas we all know this to be a simplification and are well aware of the examples of the errors in the system. As was just recently brought home to us again by the example of the South Korean researcher Hwang Woo Suk who faked the existence of the stem-cell colonies he claimed to have cloned about which he had  published in Science.  “Who knows where good work comes from”​[14]​. In Hwang's case it looks like it came not from the traditional publishing system, but from the Web: his “fabrications……were first uncovered in Web exchanges among scientists who found his data suspicious”​[15]​.

The open system brings back the possibility of finding good research anywhere instead of just in a number of delimited spaces. In fact, the Hwang example shows that good research is developing on the Web already as much as in the traditional publishing system. It proves the point that research thrives under the conditions it needs: open exchange of knowledge.

Open Access increases impact: there is a growing amount of research indicating that OA material gets cited more often (and sooner).​[16]​

Open Access-based evaluation​[17]​ recognizes the importance of making research public, in the interest of discovery, of the development of science, of the growth of generally available knowledge.
 
It reduces the bias in the present system – an important issue, because “anything biased won’t survive”.​[18]​
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